THE NEW YORK COUNTY COURTHOUSE
A Brief Architectural/Design History
60 Centre Street
By John F. Werner, Chief Clerk
Supreme Court, Civil Branch, New York County

From the Tweed Courthouse to the ANewodo New Yor |

We celebrate the 80 AR RS
anniversary of our historic, much : :
admired and architecturally e bl e
significant New York County = i3 '
Courthouse, 60 Centre Street.
This remarkable Courthouse is
owned and maintained by the
City of New York and has been
occupied by the Supreme Court,
Civil Branch, New York County, ; p
the Appellate Term, First ﬁ!‘?"‘“"”"" ’
Department and the New York BN *! o
County Clerkos o :
opened in 1927. It was
conceived and constructed as the ekt
successor to the both famous and Tweed Courthousé 1871
infamous Tweed Courthouse,
which was completed forty seven years earlier, in 1880. The Tweed Courthouse, certainly an
architectural treasure in its own right, had been marked for demolition throughout much of the
20" Century. Thankfully, it survived and, although no longer serving as a Courthouse, has
recently been restored to its former grandeur.

Long Wait for the New York
i County Courthouse

By the time of its
opening in 1927, thadvent of a
new County Courthouse had
long been awaited. It had been
24 years earlier, in 1903, when
the New York State Legislature
created a fACourthou
charged with responsibility for
approving the design and
building this new Courthouse.
A competition was held for the
commission to design the
courthouse. In 1913, the design

Proposed New Courthouse Renderingl913
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submitted by the highly regarded Boston .. i n‘ ' ,f J
architect Guy Lowell was selected. One of‘"‘"“‘f"‘\n S e o>

the unsuccessful competitors was the "”’
distinguished architect Cass Gilbert, who
designed, among other buildings, the
Woolworth Building, the United States
Custom House at Bowling Green in lower
Manhatt an, the New Y,
Association building at 14 Vesey Street iny .
lower Manhattan, and the United States/
Supr eme Court. ' rof"
design for the New York County Courthouse.,
did not go for naught since he later employed
it as the basis for the bottom six floors of his
design for the Federal Courthouse at 40 .
Centre Street, right across the street from th

New York County Courthouse, which 5 Points in Yellow and Courthouse Area in Red, from
opened in 1936 an 1849 map of New York City

The competition for the New York County Courthouse commission proceeded in two
phases. In the first phase, Mr. Lowell submitted a hexagonal plan for the building. In the
second, he submitted the winning design, which was for an entirely circular building, modeled

on the Roman Coliseum, one

. considerably larger (700 feet in

diameter, with four main entrances
and 16 courtrooms on each floor)
than the one ultimately constructed
at a location somewhat to the south
east of that originally contemplated.
The present courthouse borders
what in the 19th Century was
known as t he nFive
tenement area.

Construction of the new
Courthouse was not commenced
until 1919, World War | having
intervened and delayed the project.

By the time of commencement,
Mr. Lowell, in order to satisfy cost
limitations, had returned to an

Courthouse construction 1923 hexagonal plan on a smaller scale

than the one he originally had

envisioned. The size of the exterior was reduced and the plan incorporated very large interior
Ailight courts, o0 a circular core and the very
world over.




The lead article appearing in [
the New York Law Journal of A

February 14, 1927 captures
eloquently the excitement which
surrounded the dedication of the nev
County Courthouse three days
earlier. That article provides an
excellent account of the

opening of the Courthouse and muc
information in this narrative is
drawn from that article. The article , 38
provides the complete remarksl :
delivered by all of the distinguished
speakers at the dedication ceremon’
and IS a MfAmust}
interested in gaining a true sense G
the excitement and drama of the
occasion. It was on February 17, 1927 that the Supreme Court, Civil Branch, New York
County and the New York County Clerk moved physically from the Tweed, where both had
been occupants for decades, to the newly completed Courthouse.

Foley Square 1938

The architecture of 60 Centre Street was conceived to complement the nearby Municipal
Building, by McKim, Mead and White, which was of Italian Renaissance design. The
dedication ceremony was held on a raised pl
grand rotunda. Sadly, Guy Lowell had died unexpectedly only a week before while traveling in
Europe. He was 56 years of age at the time of his untimely death. Luminaries present at the
dedication ceremony included then Chief Judge of the New York Court of Appeals Benjamin
Cardozo; Associate Judges of the Court of Appeals Frederick E. Crane and Irving Lehman (the
latter would in 1939 become Chief Judge of the Court of Appeals); then former United States
Supreme Court Justice Charles Evans Hughes; Senator Robert F. Wagner, Sr.; Presiding Justice
of the Appellate Division, First Department, Victor J. Dowling; William J. Guthrie, Esg., who
spoke for the Association of the Bar of the City of New York; and former Judge Samuel
Seabury, who spoke for the New York County La

Configuration of the County Courthouse

Al t hough often described as a fiseven story
ground floor, basement, six main floors, five mezzanine floors, and a diminutive
Afipent houseo (now generally referred to as th
opened accommodated the Justicesd reading r
meals were prepared for the Justices by chefs then on staff. The kitchens and chefs were a
casual ty of t he Depression and today t he S
Admini strative Office, with the original rea
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Conference Room. Many of the mezzanine floors are constructed around tséonyvo
Courtrooms. The fourth floor mezzanine was designed specifically for the offices of Court
Reporters. If one includes the ground floor and five mezzanine floors the Courthouse is
actually a 13story building.

A word about the buildingbs expansive ba
basement . o I n addition to the buildingds or
building-wide air conditioning system was added a few years ago) the central core of the
basement is equipped with large water pumps installed to abate significant ground waters,
which are remnants of Collect Pond. In thd I8entury and before, this pordwvhich was
approximately 50 acres in size, 60 feet deep and fed by underground spvagyocated at the
northern perimeter of what was to become Foley Square and served as an important source of
fresh water for lower Manhattan.

For decades, and until it was decommissioned in the 1960s, the Civil Defense
headquarters for the entire City of New York was located in thébgasbment. Much of the
space occupied previously by this Civil Defense headquarters remains essentially neglected and
awaiting insulation and ventilation comporting with contemporary standards.

When the Courthouse opened in 1927 it included 36 operating Courtrooms, some of
which have over the years been converted to Clerk Support Offices; today there are 32
operating courtrooms in the Courthouse. The
main,twest ory Li brary and 42 Justices6 Chambers.

The ground floor/basement of the Courthouse was designed as the principal quarters of the
New York County Clerkos Office, i ncluding thi
the County Clerkés personal of fice and that

floor/rotunda floor (hereafter #Afirst floor o)
a Cashierodos office; the bal ance of the first

large Motion Submission Part Courtroom.

Portico and Main Entrance

The most prominent exterior architectural feature of the Courthouse is its famous
portico. Thirtytwo steps, 100 feet wide, lead up to this grand portico, which consists of 16
massive Corinthian columnde en of whi ch are aligned directl:
pediment- and large roof structure. Three carved granite figures representing law, equity and
truth are atop the pediment and allegorical figures sculpted in granite in high relief grace the
pediment itself. All of these figures are the work of master sculptor Frederick H. Allen. The

pedi ment bears the inscription AThe True Adm
Good Government, 0 taken from a |l etter -writte
Gener al Randol ph. There are those who say t|
not Athe true administration, 0 but i n this 1in

Although not widely known, the roof of the great portico consists of a glass skylight
constructed to provide natural light to what was originally a second Courthouse Library and
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reading room within the portico
itself. This space has for many
years been used essentially for
storage and, more recently, to
accommodate mechanical rooms to
serve the buildingvide air
conditioning system installed in
the 1990s. This space is
impressive, but access has always
been problematic (the only
functional stairway to the space is
reachable only by traversing the
congested Clerkos Oof
Appellate Term, First
Department).

Portico and main entrance

Courthouse Murals

The first floor entrance to the Courthouse is graced by a dramatic vestibule leading to a
majestic colonnade, which leads to the great Rotunda. The second floor balcony opens on to
the Rotunda. Throughout this now landmarked space, walls, floors and columns are of Italian
and American marbles.

It was not until the mid930s, however, that work commenced on the renowned
Courthouse murals, the largest of which is the Rotunda mural. The Rotunda is 200 feet in
circumference and rises 75 feet to
a cupola 30 feet in height, 20 fee
across, with 10 stained glas
windows and clerestory. Funding
for the Rotunda murals and othe
Courthouse murals was provide
by the United States Governme
Works Progress Administratio
(WPA). The Rotunda mural, as
well as those throughout the
Courthouse, including those
located in the fourth floor Jury
Assembly Rooms and the thirc
floor Ceremonial Courtroom, were
designed by ltalian artist Attilio
Pusterla and were painted by hi
and a team of outstanding artist
he was able to recruit during the

Depression. The mural project Mural, 7th Floor conference room
was one of the largest such




projects funded by the WPA. The
murals were painted between 1934
and 1936. Of these murals, it is the

Rotunda mural, AnThe History of the
Law, 0 which is the most i mposing
and memorable. It consists of six

Al unettes, O whi ch depi ct pivot al

developments in the history of the

law over millennia. The History of

the Law is one of Attilio Pusterl aods
best known works and deservedly

so. The mural- including its

historical references in the law,

brilliance of rendition, sheer

intensity of color and remarkable

scale - offers the thousands who Rotunda lunette, Cicero and Solon
traverse the Rotunda daily a truly

rich, artistic impression of our treasured legal traditions.

It was not very long ago, however, that the Rotunda mural and other Courthouse
murals were threatened seriously as a result of water leaks and general neglect. The Rotunda
murals and those throughout the first and second floors, including the stenciling and decorative
elements in the radiating corridors on the first and second floor, consist of paint on plaster, not
fresco. Thus, these murals are particularly susceptible to water seepage, which causes the
painted surface of the murals to peel away from the plaster, exposing the bare plaster beneath.

Through a wonderful collaborative effort
undertaken in the 1980s and continuing into
the 1990s among leaders in the Court, at
the Bar and in New York City government, a
major County Courthouse mural
conservation campaign was undertaken and
completed successfully. Private funds were
raised by the New York Bar for the
restoration of the Rotunda murals, including
those gracing the vestibule and the
colonnade; the City of New York undertook
the restoration of the stenciling and
decorative painting in the radiating corridors
on the first and second floors. The City also
assumed the major task of replacing the
copper roof and water drainage lines over
and about the Rotunda dome, which was
required in order to eliminate to the extent
possible future water seepage and damage to
these murals. Among Court leaders most
Rotunda 1927, prior to WPA murals involved in this project were County Clerk



